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CLASSIFICATION 
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2721 E. Weyburn Road 
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Richmond - VICININ OF V i r g i n i a  23226 

BLOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION 
COURTHOUSE. 
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CITY.TOWN STATE 



CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

XUNALTERED XORIGINALSITE 
A L T E R E D  -MOVED DATE 

DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN1 PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Except f o r  t h e  removal of  t h e  marquee and lobby foun ta in ,  t h e  Eyrd Thea t r e  has 
survived i t s  fo r ty -n ine  yea r s  of continuous ope ra t ion  wi th  few a l t e r a t i o n s .  The 
f r o n t  of t h e  bu i ld ing ,  i n  keeping wi th  i t s  i n t e r i o r s ,  gene ra l ly  fo l lows I t a l i a n  
Renaissance precedent .  The facade is of red  b r i ck  wi th  white  t e r r a  c o t t a  orna-  
ment. The p l a i n  bu t  impressive box o f f i c e  i s  black I t a l i a n  marble,  a  m a t e r i a l  
a l s o  used i n  framing t h e  main ent rance .  There i s  an o u t e r  lobby between two s e t s  
of a  dozen p la t e -g la s s  doors framed i n  b ras s .  

The c e i l i n g  of the  main lobby i s  twenty-f ive f e e t  high, vau l t ed  and heavy wi th  
gold- leaf  p l a s t e r  decora t ion .  There i s  a l a r g e  c r y s t a l  chande l i e r ,  and t h e  wa l l s  
a r e  covered halfway up wi th  heav i ly  veined marble. Three hand-painted murals 
l i n e  one w a l l ,  while  the  o t h e r  t h r e e  s i d e s  open onto  a  mezzanine lounge,  i t s e l f  
heav i ly  decorated wi th  gold-leaf  p l a s t e r ,  c r y s t a l  chande l i e r s ,  w a l l  b r a c k e t s ,  
and s o l i d  bronze handra i l s .  A concession counter  s t ands  today where former ly  a  
twenty-by-eight-foot pool and foun ta in  were loca ted .  The marble f ende r ,  bronze 
r a i l s ,  and o t h e r  p a r t s  of t h i s  f e a t u r e  a r e  c a r e f u l l y  preserved i n  s t o r a g e .  

The auditor ium r e c a l l s  an I t a l i a n  opera housg i n  t h e  e l egan t  and flamboyant Rococo 
s t y l e  expressed i n  a  superabundance of marble,  c r y s t a l ,  gold l e a f ,  crimson 
v e l v e t ,  and e l a b o r a t e  p l a s t e r  decora t ions .  The b a s i c  c o l o r s  a r e  amber and gold ,  
wi th  red  v e l v e t  accent .  The 1,396-seat  auditorium i s  spac ious  but  n o t  s o  l a r g e  
a s  t o  l o s e  i t s  f e e l i n g  of  int imacy and elegance. The c o l o r  scheme and d e t a i l  a r e  
continued i n  t h e  balcony, an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h e  t h e a t r e ' s  v i s u a l  e f f e c t .  

A huge chandel ie r  i n t h e  dome, c o n t a i n i n g f o i r  thousand inpor t ed  hand-cut c r y s t a l s  
and t h r e e  hundred bulbs i n  fou r  co lors ,  weighs some two tons '  but  can  be  -lowered 
f o r  c leaning  and relamping. There a r e  an a d d i t i o n a l  e i g h t  c h a n d e l i e r s ,  sma l l e r  
i n  s i z e ,  but  a l s o  i n  f o u r  c o l o r s .  Along the top of t h e  audi tor ium's  s i d e w a l l s  
i n  the niches a r e  s i x  hand-painted murals.  The l a r g e  murals on each s i d e  of  t h e  
s t a g e  form a background t o  t h e  opera-s ty le  boxes i n  which a r e  d i sp layed  a grand 
piano and a harp. 

The piano and harp a r e  p layable  through the  organ console,  which can  be r a i s e d  from 
t h e  basement t o  s t a g e  l e v e l .  A gold  g r i l l  extends along t h e  e n t i r e  l e n g t h  of the  
proscenium,concealing the  organ chamber openings. Three chambers housing the  p ipes  
a r e  loca ted  d i r e c t l y  ove r  t h e  s tage ,which  has been extended o17er t h e  o r i g i n a l  
o r c h e s t r a  p i t .  

. ; :. , , < ,' 
A l l  t h e  l i g h t i n g  for . :  t h e  s t age ' and  &d'itorium,, a s  wel l  a s  t h e  c u r t a i n  and sc reen  
maskings, i s  c d i t r o l ' l f d  from t h e  ma' in. iwikhb68rd loca ted  i n  t h e  p r o j e c t i o n  
b o o t h a t  t h e  r e a r  of t h e  lobby. The only  d iscordant  element a t  t h e  Eyrd i s  the  
p l a s t i c  and metal  marquee b u i l t  i n  1971 a s  a  replacement f o r  one i n  t h e  a r t  deco 
s t y l e .  The o r i g i n a l  marquee was a  simple bronze s t r u c t u r e  wi th  no l e t t e r i n g .  

HPP 
ROUNDARY JUSTIFICATION: The boundary has been drawn t o  co inc ide  w i t h  t h e  l i m i t s  of 
the  c i t y  l o t  on which Byrd Theatre  s i t s  (described i n  Verbal Roundary k s c r i p t i o n ,  Item 

10). 
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AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK A N D  JUSTIFY BELOW 
ARCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC -COMMUNITY PLANNING -LANOSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 

--ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC -CONSERVATION -LAW 

A G R ! C U L T U R E  -ECONOMICS -LITERATURE 

~ E C T U R E  -EDUCATION -MILITARY 
A R T  -ENGINEERING -MUSIC 

-COMMERCE -EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT -PHILOSOPHY 

-COMMUNICATIONS -INDUSTRY -POLlTlCSlGOVERNMENT 
-INVENTION 

-RELIGION 

-SCIENCE 

-SCULPTURE 

-SOCIAWIIUMANlTARiAN 

&THEATER 

-TRANSPORTATION 

-OTHER (SPECIFY) 

SPECIFIC DATES 1928 BUILDER/ARCHITECT F r e d  Bishop 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The g r a n d  o p e n i n g  o f  t h e  Byrd T h e a t r e  on C h r i s t m a s  Eve o f  1 9 2 8  was a  g r e a t  c i v i c  
e v e n t .  Richmond's c i t i z e n s  c o u l d  p o i n t  t o  a  bona f i d e  movie p a l a c e  which,  i n  
i t s  d e s i g n  and i n t e r i o r  appo in tments ,  c o u l d  j u s t i f i a b l y  be d e s c r i b e d  a s  comparable  
t o  t h e  famed Paramount and Roxy T h e a t r e s  i n  New York and t h e  A t l a n t a  Fox. It 
was c e r t a i n l y  s i m i l a r  t o  them i n  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  p o p u l a r  e x t r a v a g a n c e  o f  t h e  
1920s and t h e  e p i c  a g e  o f  mot ion  p i c t u r e s .  

" In  o u r  b i g  modern movie p a l a c e s , "  a n  o b s e r v e r  o f  con tempora ry  c u l t u r e  w r o t e  i n  
1929,  " t h e r e  a r e  c o l l e c t e d  t h e  most  gorgeous  r u g s ,  f u r n i t u r e  and f i x t u r e s  t h a t  
money c a n  produce.  No k i n g s  o r  emperors  have wandered t h r o u g h  more l u x u r i o u s  
s u r r o u n d i n g s .  I n  a  s e n s e  t h e s e  t h e a t r e s  a r e  s o c i a l  s a f e t y  v a l v e s  i n  t h a t  t h e  
p u b l i c  c a n  p a r t a k e  o f  t h e  same l u x u r i e s  a s  t h e  r i c h  and u s e  them t o  t h e  same f u l l  
e x t e n t . "  The Byrd, c o n s t r u c t e d  f o r  W a l t e r  C o u l t e r  and C h a r l e s  Sonuna a t  a  c o s t  
approach ing  o n e  m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s ,  was i n  t h i s  c l a s s .  

F r e d  Bishop o f  Richmond was t h e  a r c h i t e c t  and c o n t r a c t o r ,  w i t h  d e c o r a t i o n  and a r t -  
work done by t h e  B m u n e t  S t u d i o s  o f  New York. The great.yhandeli~r2$n..the . . a u d i t o r i u m  
was assembled and hung b y  t h e  e l e c t r i c a l  c o n t r a c t o r s  u n i o n  E l e c t r i c  o f  Richmond. 
The Byrd was b u i l t  f o r  t a l k i n g  mot ion  p i c t u r e s  and was e q u i p p e d  w i t h v i t a p h o n e ,  
a  r e l a t i v e l y  new sound s y n c h r o n i z a t i o n  sys tem phoneered by B e l l  Telephone Labora -  
t o r i e s  and commerc ia l ly  deve loped  by Warner B r o t h e r s .  

w-, a L L C I  CoulBer,  dean  o f  Richmond showmen, employed h i s  b r o t h e r  Rober t  a s  manager 

o f  t h e  Byrd. The t h e a t r e  opened w i t h  ' W a t e r f r o n t "  and remained,  d u r i n g  t h e  heyday 
of Hollywood, t h e  showcase t h e a t r e  f o r  such  major  s t u d i o s  a s  RKO, U n i v e r s a l ,  Fox,  
Disney,  Paramount,  F i r s t  N a t i o n a l ,  and Warner B r o t h e r s .  Whi le  t h e  l i m i t e d  b a c k s t a g e  
area would n o t  s u p p o r t  s t a g e  p r o d u c t i o n s ,  m a j o r  f i l m  s t a r s  a p p e a r e d  o n  s t a g e  t o  
c e l e b r a t e  t h e  Richmond p r e m i e r e  o f  t h e i r  p i c t u r e s .  : i 

The Byrd e n j o y s  a  n a t i o n a l  r e p u t a t i o n  ach ieved  th rough  t h e  many r e c o r d i n g s  made 
on i t s  g r e a t  house  o r g a n .  The Rudolf  W u r l i t z e r  Company, which  custom made o r g a n s  
f o r  t h e  l e a d i n g  t h e a t r e s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  i n s t a l l e d  t h e  o r g a n  when t h e  t h e a t r e  was 
b u i l t .  It h a s  f o u r  manuals  and s e v e n t e e n  r a n k s  o f  p i p e s  p l u s  a c o m p l e t e  p e r c u s s i o n  
s e c t i o n .  P a t r o n s  have  e n j o y e d  l i v e  o r g a n  music  o n  a  d a i l y  b a s i s  s i n c e  t h e  t h e a t r e  
opened. 

S e e  C o n t i n u a t i o n  S h e e t  #1 
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8.  SIGNIFICANCE 

The Byrd remains, w i th  the  Radio C i t y  Music Ha l l ,  one of  only  two t h e a t r e s  i n  
t h e  count ry  today t h a t  has a  r e g u l a r l y  employed o r g a n i s t .  Among i t s  n a t i o n a l l y  
known musicians was Dick L e i b e r t ,  who l e f t  Richmond t o  become s t a f f  o r g a n i s t  
a t  the  famed Music Hal l  when i t  opened i n  1932, a  p o s i t i o n  he he ld  u n t i l  h i s  
r e t i r emen t  i n  1970. The Byrd has been the  scene of many organ c o n c e r t s ,  most 
r e c e n t l y  during Apr i l  1977. The 1972 n a t i o n a l  convention of  t h e  American Theat re  
Organ Soc ie ty  was he ld  i n  Richmond, w i th  two conce r t s  a t  t h e  Byrd f i g u r i n g  prominently 
i n  the  program. 

Robert Coul te r  managed t h e  t h e a t r e  from 1928-1971 and was succeeded i n  t h i s  c a p a c i t y  
by h i s  long-term a s s i s t a n t ,  George S t i t z e r .  Although t h e  Byrd i s  c u r r e n t l y  l eased  
t o  Ncighborhood Theat res ,  Inc . ,  i t  i s  managed by S t i t z e r  and owned by Charles  
Somma, Jr., son of  an o r i g i n a l  owner. 

HPP 
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 

S i t u a t e d  on a c i t y  l o t  measuring approximately 84 '  x 135: w i th  t h e  84 '  f r o n t i n g  
on West Cary S t r e e t ;  l oca ted  near  t h e  middle of the  2900 block (NE s i d e )  of  s a i d  

, s t r e , e t ;  Block W1282, Card. 24:, Richmond Ci ty  Assessor 's  Off , ice.  : . . . , .  , . . , , 
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ORGANIZATION DATE 
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STREET& N U M B E R  TELEPHONE 
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